Proposals to legalise same-sex marriage have provoked one of the most high-profile and controversial political debates in recent years. The plans, being introduced by the governments at Westminster and Holyrood, have divided political and public opinion and have attracted widespread opposition from religious groups. However, while religious attitudes to homosexuality are shaped by theological concerns, religious justifications have been largely absent from the case against same-sex marriage. Instead, religious groups have presented their arguments in secular terms centred on tradition, social utility, democratic values and the threat to religious rights and freedoms. This particular framing of the issue reflects processes of secularisation, a growing use of identity politics and the composition of religious groups themselves.
for defining marriage as being between two people (rather than just a man and a woman) had increased to 45%, from 42% a year earlier, with the proportion opposed falling from 47% to 46%. A 2012 YouGov poll was also evenly divided, with 46% in favour of same-sex marriage and 49% opposed (28% supported civil partnerships but not marriage, and 21% opposed both). In the Westminster government's consultation, 53% of respondents agreed that all couples, regardless of gender, should be able to have a civil marriage ceremony, with 46% opposed.
iii
The most consistent and concerted opposition to the proposals has come from religious organisations. While some groups, such as Quakers and Unitarians, have stated their approval, the vast majority have been strongly against. One reason for this is that religious attitudes to issues of homosexuality are strongly shaped by theological concerns. This is especially the case for scripturally-based, doctrinal forms of religion, such as Christianity and
Islam, which place strong emphasis on moral issues, particularly those relating to sexual matters, and which tend to treat homosexuality as sinful and morally debased. iv As such, the issue of same-sex marriage is a particularly incendiary one for religious groups; going to the very heart of their foundational beliefs as well as their sense of identity as moral communities. Theological differences also produce variation.
Research from the United
States shows Jews, Catholics and the religiously unaffiliated to have the most liberal attitudes on the subject, with Evangelical Protestants proving to be the most conservative. Research into UK attitudes has also found divergence. A recent ComRes survey of Christians reported that 83% were opposed to same-sex marriage, with most opposition coming from Catholic and Pentecostal denominations. A study into the attitudes of evangelical Christians similarly found that 73% believed homosexual acts were always wrong, with just 16% disagreeing.
Other research has found that non-religious people, and, albeit to a lesser extent, Catholics, have tended to be the most liberal on the topic of same-sex marriage, with Anglicans, other
Christian denominations and non-Christian faiths tending to be the most conservative. For the large majority of religious groups, however, theological reasons for opposing samesex marriage have been limited and moderate in nature. To the extent that they have been deployed at all, such arguments are embedded within, and subordinated to, a variety of secular reasons. These revolve around a number of core themes. The first of these is an emphasis on historical and traditional sources of authority for the definition of marriage as a 'natural' and explicitly heterosexual category, typically enjoined for the purposes of procreation and raising a family. Marriage between one man and one woman is hereby presented as a universal constant in all human societies, and, as such, changing the definition of marriage is said to be beyond the purview of the state. The second and related theme emphasises the social utility of 'traditional' marriage. This is said to provide the bedrock for human society, forming the principal basis for social cohesion, order and stability. As such, opponents have claimed that same-sex unions will undermine marriage as an institution, with far-reaching and negative social consequences, including greater family breakdowns, rising levels of delinquency and the possibility that marriage will be further redefined to include other forms of relationship such as polygamy.
The third set of common assertions maintains that the legalisation of same-sex marriage is neither wanted nor needed. Here, opponents have highlighted the lack of a democratic mandate for introducing the proposals, pointing out that none of the main parties included it in their general election manifestos, and claiming that the official consultations (especially that conducted by the Westminster government) have been improper and biased; being constructed to consider how, but not if, same-sex marriage could be introduced. Opinion poll surveys showing public opposition to the measures, most commonly the 2008 BSA figures and the 70% ComRes result, have also been frequently cited. Alongside this, opponents add that same-sex couples can already obtain all the legal benefits of marriage through civil partnerships, and that permitting them to marry is not therefore a necessary step to achieve equality.
The final, and for many the most important, aspect of the case against same-sex marriage has focused on the issue of discrimination, and on the rights and liberties of religious groups and individuals. In particular, opponents claim that redefining marriage at the behest of a small and activist minority will discriminate against people who wish to belong to, and continue to proclaim the virtues of, an exclusively heterosexual institution, and, as such, poses a serious threat to religious freedom. viii Government reassurances that legal action will not be taken against individuals defending 'traditional' marriage, and that religious institutions will be similarly protected from being forced to conduct same-sex marriages (set out by the Westminster government in January 2013 as a 'Quadruple lock'), are said to be of dubious worth. The prospect of a legal challenge being brought under the European Convention on Human Rights, against which the government would be powerless, is frequently highlighted.
These arguments have featured prominently in public opposition to the proposals put forward by the majority of religious groups. Opposition from the Church of England, for example, has been notable for the relatively moderate nature of its theological claims. The Church's submission to the Westminster consultation declared that its view of marriage was 'derived from the teaching of Christ himself', and a statement from its Evangelical Council asserted that the Church's freedom of manoeuvre on the issue was 'limited by the word of God in Holy Scripture', but beyond this its oppositional case has rested, for the most part, on secular justifications. Amongst the central assertions here are that the proposals would alter the 'intrinsic nature of marriage' as an institution existing 'since before the advent of either church or state', would 'entail a dilution in the meaning of marriage for everyone', and would 'be divisive and deliver no obvious legal gains given the rights already conferred by civil partnerships'. Other organisations crafted a clear public/private distinction in their use of theological claims. Christian Concern, for example, made no theological justifications in their submission on the proposals, centring instead on issues of religious rights and freedoms, but highlighted strong theological themes, including overt references to Jesus, to marriage as a 'gift from God' and to the sinful nature of homosexuality, in material directed at its own supporters. x A similar distinction was made by the Evangelical Alliance. In its public contribution to the debate, the Alliance centred on predominantly secular arguments, with theological justifications being limited to sparse and passing references to 'the spiritual and biblical reasons for supporting marriage as being between a man and a woman'. The Biblical context was mentioned just once in its consultation submission, and this also came at the very end. This emphasis on secular reasons, however, was not replicated in material designed for its own members, rather than a public audience. In this, the Alliance placed much greater emphasis on theological reasons for its opposition to the proposals. A recent 'Marriage
Briefing' described marriage as being 'part of God's plan for the world', claimed that marriage is 'emphasised throughout the Bible', and noted that 'Jesus firmly reminds his followers of the vital and special role marriage plays'. The differences between the sexes, it claimed , are 'part of God's design for humanity'.
This public/private split can also be seen in the approach taken by the Roman Catholic
Church. In its public pronouncements on the matter (including its consultation submission Christian fell from 66% to 44%. Moreover, just 14% of the adult population reported attending a place of worship at least once a week, just 9% attended at least once a month, and 56% never attended at all. This issue is also demographically charged, and hence likely to become more pronounced over time. More regular attenders tend to be significantly older than non-churchgoers, and attendance for younger age groups show the sharpest rates of decline. Concerns about the public influence of religion are also common. The emphasis on secular rather than religious arguments illustrates the extent to which secular currents have percolated through British society and culture. But while positioning the issues in this way may well have been a useful strategic manoeuvre for religious groups, helping to galvanise opposition to the proposals in a way that explicitly religious arguments might not have been able to do, religious opponents of same-sex marriage face a number of on-going difficulties. One obvious problem is that theological viewpoints are, by their very nature, strongly resistant to change. As such, religious bodies that continue to oppose samesex marriage as the issue becomes increasingly normalised are likely to find themselves ever further at odds with societal opinion on this, and related social issues. Religious groups that fail to adjust run the risk of being considered increasingly anachronistic and irrelevant, thereby adding to the pressures already being brought to bear by wider processes of secularisation.
While a key feature of the religious response to these challenges has been to place greater emphasis on group identity and a language of minority rights, this remains an inherently selflimiting approach. Amongst other things, this position serves to validate the rights claims of others, including interests that may be considered to run counter to one's own, resulting, where such claims come into conflict, in outcomes that are more likely to favour liberal, rather than religious freedoms. The point was recently borne out by a high-profile decision from the European Court of Human Rights, which rejected a number of claims brought by
Christians alleging that their employment rights had been breached by religious discrimination. xvii At the same time, assertions that religious bodies need to be accorded the same formal rights and equalities as other social interests also highlight the sectional character of religious groups themselves, as but one social interest among many, thereby making it even-more difficult to sustain specifically religious privileges, such as the kind of exemptions from equalities legislation needed to allow them to avoid marrying same-sex couples.
But much of this is yet to be seen. For now the simple fact is that religious opposition to same-sex marriage has failed in its endeavour. The dilution of theological arguments shows that secular currents run deep, but events show that they remain far from still. As cultural tides continue to turn, religious organisations seeking to maintain a public role will need to find new terms of engagement and new means of bridging the divide between theology and society if they are to avoid becoming ever-more marginal and isolated in their outlook. The odds may not be in their favour, but alternatives, all the same, look thin on the ground.
